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CHINESE STUDENTS IN

THE UNITED STATES, 1948-55

A STUDY IN GOVERNMENT POLICY

In Geneva, on May 26, 1954, a spokesman of the Chinese

Communist Government publicly charged that the United

States was “forcibly retaining . . . many’’ of some 5,000

Chinese students contrary to “the principles of international

law and humanitarianism.” Distorted though it was, this

statement for the first time focused world-wide public atten-

tion on the problem of the Chinese students in the United

States.

As early as 1948, funds of the Economic Cooperation Ad-

ministration had been set aside for the use of needy Chinese

students stranded in the United States. During the following

seven years, emergency Congressional appropriations of

over ten million dollars were authorized to enable Chinese

students and scholars to achieve a meaningful educational

objective after which they could either return to their home-

land or, upon authorization of the Immigration and Natu-

ralization Service, accept employment in the United States

to support themselves until a time feasible and desirable for

them to return to China. Of the approximately 1,300 Chi-

nese students who left this country, the travel expenses of

about 930 were financed in whole or in part by the U.S.

Government; 791 of these benefited from the special emer-

gency aid program under the U.S. Department of State.

Approximately 150 Chinese, whose technical skills might
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have aided the Communists, were temporarily detained after

1951. From the summer of 1955, when the detention orders

were lifted, however, through the end of last year, only 39

of those detained actually chose to leave the United States.

The full story of the ten million dollar emergency aid pro-

gram undertaken by the U.S. Government to provide finan-

cial assistance to more than 3,600 Chinese students and schol-

ars in this country has never been ^videly knotvn. These

Chinese, made refugees when their government tvas forced

from the Asian mainland, provide a story that is truly unique

in the history of international relations. It is the purpose of

this paper to outline the facts of this unusual chapter in

the operations of an international educational exchange

program.

Historical Background

Over a hundred years ago the first Chinese student came

to the United States. During the next century, nearly 20,000

Chinese traveled to the United States to study. Stimulated

initially by American missionaries, about thirty students a

year came in the 1870’s when an official Chinese educational

mission tvas established in this country. At the turn of the

century, after China’s defeat in 1895 by a \VTsternized Japan,

young Chinese intellectuals turned toward Europe and

America for knowledge of the modern world. By 1910,

nearly 10,000 Chinese students were reported to be studying

outside Asia, though there tvere then scarcely 400 in the

United States.

The number of America-bound students was to increase,

hotvever, partly as a result of the initiation of an education

program financed from the unexpended balance of the Boxer

Indemnity Fund. In 1908, Congress had authorized the re-

turn to China of almost fifteen million dollars which re-

mained in the Indemnity Fund after all private claims had

been settled. The Chinese Government agreed to the United

States suggestion that the money be used in part to educate
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Chinese students in America. A steady flow of Chinese stu-

dents to this country was encouraged and the number in the

United States during the years 1919 to 1939 ranged from 728

to 1,561 with an annual average of well over 1,000.

Though the total dropped during the Second W’^orld W'^ar,

it rose sharply in the immediate post-war period when the

Chinese Government initiated a large-scale program of offi-

cially-sponsored study abroad. By the 1948-49 academic year

nearly 4,000 Chinese students were enrolled in American col-

leges and universities, the largest group of foreign students

except for Canadians.

Chinese Students in 1949

In 1948 and 1949, during the advance of the Chinese Com-

munist armies, most of the Chinese students in the United

States found themselves cut off from all sources of financial

support. By mid-1949 some 2,200 students were reported as

urgently needing assistance. Of 234 students in the Boston

area, 97 were declared to be in “acute distress;” at the Uni-

versity of California, 60 out of 91 were so described. Chinese

professors and scholars at American universities faced in-

creasing difliculties as the large college enrollment of the

immediate post-war years declined somewhat, and teaching

staffs were reduced.

The immediate burden resulting from the plight of the

Chinese students fell largely upon the colleges and universi-

ties at which they were enrolled. Scholarship funds were

made available to the stranded Chinese, tuition payments

were postponed and emergency loans were granted. Reli-

gious and civic organizations gave generously and local

businessmen extended credit. The Chinese Embassy in

\V'ashington offered such financial assistance as it could from

its rapidly declining dollar funds. None of these efforts was

adequate, however, to meet the pressing and constantly grow-

ing need.O
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Government Financial Assistance

United States Government aid to stranded Ghinese stu-

dents began in 1948. In that year the Department of State,

through the Office of Education, allocated some $8,000 for

distribution to a scattering of needy students through the

Institute of International Education and the Ghina Institute

in America. In the next seven years, nearly 1,000 times that

amount, or some eight million dollars, was spent by the State

Department alone, in addition to much private assistance, to

aid 3,517 Ghinese students and 119 Chinese scholars and pro-

fessors.

The Government moved gradually into this newdy devel-

oping field of federal responsibility. The first large-scale

allocation of funds came in April 1949, at the request of the

Chinese Government, through transfer of $500,000 to the

Department of State from the aid-to-China program of the

Economic Cooperation Administration. In October of that

year, as part of the Eoreign Aid Appropriation Act of 1950

(Public Law 327), an additional four million dollars was

made available by Congress from funds previously appropri-

ated for aid to China. In June 1950, a further six million

dollars was provided under the China Area Aid Act of 1950

(Public Law 535), again from unspent but previously appro-

priated funds. Like the original half-million dollars, the two

congressional appropriations were allocated for administra-

tion by the Division of Exchange of Persons in the Depart-

ment of State. As of June 30, 1955, the program was closed

and the unused balance reverted to other government pro-

grams.

Financial aid to students under the program was limited

to tuition and maintenance adequate to achieve an imme-

diate educational objective, plus emergency medical treat-

ment and, upon request, the cost of return travel to China.

For scholars (who did not become eligible for assistance un-

til 1950) the limitations were less rigid, although work to-

rvards completion of some scholarly project was required.
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The largest number of Chinese students received assist-

ance in 1950-51 and, as the following table indicates, the

number of grantees declined rapidly thereafter.

TABLE 1

Total Number of Grantees Who Have Received Aid,

BY Fiscal Years

1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955

Chinese students . . . 266 2,400 2,817 1,254 506 175 46

Chinese scholars . .
— — 77 134 67 25 10

Total . . 266 2,400 2,894 1,388 573 200 56

• First half of 1955.

The total amount spent during this period of six and a

half fiscal years amounted to approximately eight million

dollars, as follows:

TABLE 2

Total Amount Obligated Through December 31, 1954

To aid Chinese students $6,924,239

To aid Chinese scholars 744,909

For medical assistance 31,815

For administrative purposes 309,043

Total $8,010,006

Administration of the Chinese Student EmergExNcy Aid

Program

In response to urgent requests from American college and

university personnel and community groups, the Chinese

Student Emergency Aid Program came into being to provide

assistance for individuals who were in great need.

In July 1949, a Congressional report stated that:

The immediate purpose of this legislation is a humani-
tarian one—to provide urgently needed hnancial assistance

to Chinese students in the United States. Prom the stand-
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point of the long-range foreign policy of the United States,

however, there is an equally compelling reason for assist-

ing these men and women. These students have had an
opportunity to observe and experience the democratic way
of life. Thus, because of the traditional position of

scholar-leadership in Chinese society, they are in a unique
position to exert a profound influence on the future course

of their country. There is no question but that it is in the

interest of the United States to assist these individuals who
can play such a vital role in shaping China’s future.*

In administering the aid program, the State Department

relied heavily on the cooperation of educational institutions.

An important role was played by the Advisory Committee on

Emergency Aid to Chinese Students established in 1949 by

the Secretary of State. Of its seven members, three came

directly from university campuses and the other four repre-

sented related private organizations: the American Council

on Education; the China Institute in America; the National

Association of Eoreign Student Advisers; and the Institute of

International Education. In the early development of the

program, the Advisory Committee met frequently, and later

about once a year. Throughout the program, the Depart-

ment worked closely with this advisory body in developing

the standards under which the program operated.

In all, 572 U.S. educational institutions participated in the

program through appointed representatives. Erom the very'

beginning, campus authorities assumed the major burden of

recommending applications and distributing funds, a proce-

dure which kept State Department administrative costs to a

minimum. In many institutions the conducting of investiga-

tions and the writing of reports involved a considerable in-

^•estment of time and money. Government aid ivas welcome

both as a means of aiding the stranded Chinese students, and

of relieving some of the strain on the institution’s own re-

sources.

* House of Representatives, Report No. 1039, “Relief of Chinese Students,”

July 13, 1949, p. 2.
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Eligibility

To qualify for financial aid, the individual Chinese stu-

dent had to be:

(a) a citizen of China as evidenced by a passport or other

identifying document

(b) in financial need as certified by his official campus

representative and his references

(c) enrolled in an institution of higher learning espe-

cially approved by the Secretary of State

(d) in good standing and working full time for an aca-

demic degree and

(e) in the United States before January 1, 1950

Under the initial $500,000 transferred from ECx\, assist-

ance had been restricted to seniors and graduate students

in certain technical and scientific fields whose trainina; was

considered as being within the scope of the ECA China aid

program. Each recipient was required to sign a pledge that

upon completion of his education he would return to China

and make his knowledge and skills available in his country’s

service. This condition of the grant was discontinued when
the loss of the mainland to the Communists made return no

longer feasible.

Duration of Assistance

Guided by the House Foreign x-Mfairs Committee’s state-

ment that “this is not a program for relief to be extended

into an incalculable future,” the State Department made the

achievement of a “suitable educational objective” the cri-

terion for the termination of assistance and defined an edu-

cational objective as the acquisition of the degree for which

the student was working at the time he entered the program.

For one, this might mean full tuition and maintenance for

almost four years; for another it might mean only the cost

of typing a Ph.D. thesis. Only in a few special instances was
a student recommended for continued government assistance
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after he had received his first degree. In accordance with this

criterion the program was brought to a logical and orderly

conclusion in June 1955.

Amount of Aid

An equally important principle of the government’s pro-

gram was that aid must be supplemental to the student’s

other sources of financial support. Each student was re-

quired to file a financial statement with his authorized cam-

pus representative, who in turn recommended to the Depart-

ment the amount to be given. A top limit for maintenance

was set, based on the Bureau of Labor Statistics cost-of-living

figures. No student received more than $115 per month for

living expenses plus tuition and fees, and this only while

actually carrying on his approved academic program.

Permission to Work

The total cost of the program was cut by allowing the

Chinese students to earn part of their expenses. Although

foreign students are normally restricted in the privilege of

working while in the United States, Congress, in an amend-

ment to the China Area Aid Act of 1950, “authorized and

directed’’ the Commissioner of Immigration and Naturali-

zation to promulgate a general regulation permitting Chi-

nese students to take jobs for as long as they remained in

the country, even after the completion of their studies.

For students, summer jobs and part-time campus jobs were

not hard to find; for graduates, the search for employment

was somewhat more difficult. Those with scientific and tech-

nical training were most easily placed, although security

regulations in defense industries raised occasional obstacles.

Special categories of persons, such as doctors, found that state

licensing requirements, applicable to all foreigners and per-

sons trained abroad, barred them from practice. Those Avho

encountered the greatest difficulty in finding positions in
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their fields were the graduates in the humanities and the so-

cial sciences, although roughly fifty percent were successful.

Finding employment for the Chinese was not a responsi-

bility of the U.S. Government and the burden fell most

heavily on private organizations, many of which had already

given generous financial support to the students. Under the

auspices of the China Institute in America, with the assist-

ance of the National Council of Churches, a central place-

ment service was established in New York, with branches in

California and Boston, which made 1,562 placements from

mid- 1951 to the end of 1955 and gave helpful vocational ad-

vice to many others. During this period, the China Institute

conducted over 4,000 employment interviews. Records in-

dicate that the demand for these placement services has con-

tinued at a high level, with some decrease evident in the last

six months of 1955. Local committees of the Chinese Stu-

dent and Alumni Services, supported largely by the United

Board for Christian Colleges in Cliina, also helped place

graduates.

A survey of the employment situation was made by the

Department of State in 1953. Covering 1,097 of the students

who had been aided under the program, it revealed that 361

were then employed. Of the remaining 736, 362 were still in

school, and 141 had returned to China, died, or were other-

wise accounted for. The status of the balance of those sur-

veyed was unknown. Classifying jobs in three categories;

(1) “clearly in line with the grantee’s academic interests;’’

(2) “not directly in line with the grantee’s training, but

either in an allied field or offering financial security sufficient

to justify a change of field;’’ and (3) “not considered ade-

quate;’’ the study showed the following:

Technical Ngn-technical

Students Students

Employed within field of training 161 106

Employed outside field of training 9 78

Employment not adequate 2 5
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Another study, in 1953-54, of 228 former students em-

ployed in the New York area revealed that 83^ of the tech-

nical students were working in the fields for which they were

trained, and that 43% of the non-technical students were

similarly employed.

Although many unquestionably are dissatisfied with their

employment, the conclusions of the closest observers are that,

as a result of much effort, the over-all problem of employ-

ment for Chinese students is less acute than it was previously.

Over 600 former students and scholars now hold teaching

posts in American universities.

Detention of Certain Chinese: 1951-55

No issue relating to Chinese in the United States has been

subject to more confusion and widespread publicity, both in

the United States and abroad, than the several problems sur-

rounding the temporary detention of certain Chinese na-

tionals in this country. What is seldom realized is the fact

that some of these men and women were never students un-

der the State Department emergency aid program, although

a number had been enrolled in United States universities

and colleges at some point during a very lengthy period of

stay.

Following the presidential proclamation of a state of na-

tional emergency in late 1950 very few Chinese had both a

publicly stated, as well as a personal, desire to return to

China. Through 1950-51 the Immigration Service of the

Department of Justice, acting under legislation relating to

national emergencies, issued about 150 orders temporarily

preventing the departure of certain Chinese. Such detention

was limited to indi^Tduals who had skills which would have

been of use to the Chinese Communist regime, whose forces

had attacked the United Nations armies in Korea.

The removal from the S.S. President Cleveland in Hono-

lulu of nine Chinese en route to the Far East in September

1951 was the most dramatic of the personal incidents which
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received wide attention in the press in the United States and

throughout the world. Unfortunately, such “front page” in-

cidents involving Chinese received the banner headlines

while the financial, occupational, educational and medical as-

sistance that was provided to thousands of persons went al-

most unnoticed in the world’s press.

Wdiile the detention orders were in effect, however, 314

Chinese without highly technical skills left the country. In

the summer of 1954, the detention orders were gradually

lifted and by late summer of 1955 the last had been res-

cinded.

Of the relative handful who did seek to return to the main-

land and who were barred by the Immigration and Naturali-

zation Service, Americans most closely associated with the

program have estimated that by no means all really wanted

to go through the “Bamboo Curtain.” Some, in effect, were

seeking a form of insurance against Communist pressure. By

trying to depart and being restrained, they could at once ap-

pease the Communists and remain in the United States. It

is now apparent that the restrictions were not opposed by

many of those detained. They remain in the United States

today and as late as the close of 1955 only 39 had exercised

their privilege to leave the United States after the restraining

orders were lifted.

Although the Department of State and the Immigration

Service occasionally found themselves working at cross-pur-

poses in handling the cases of Chinese detained in the

United States, it should be understood that the Department

was operating under legislation enacted to assist students in

completing their education, whereas the Immigration Service

was enforcing complex immigration statutes brought into

effect by the proclamation of national emergency and which

w'ere applicable to all aliens. Much of the seeming inconsist-

ency in the treatment of Chinese was attributable to the im-

pact of the Korean hostilities, to I&NS regulations which fre-

quently required technical arrest and orders of deportation
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in order to get the machinery of appeal and official stay un-

der way, and to the decentralization of I&NS procedures

which gave regional officers a large measure of individual

discretion resulting in varying interpretations of the same

regulations.

The Communist charges at the Geneva conference in 1954

emphasized the urgent need for a definite resolution of the

problem of Chinese in the United States. During the Au-

gust-September 1955 negotiations, the United States was re-

luctant to allow a third party to investigate the status of

those Chinese because it feared that once identified the

Chinese in question might be subject to retaliatory action,

and because it could not permit the Communists to replace

the Chinese Nationalist Embassy as the only representative

of China entitled to claim the allegiance of Chinese nationals

in the United States. It was, however, agreed on September

10 to make the Government of India a channel through

which a Chinese, on his own initiative, might seek assistance

if he believed he was obstructed in leaving the United States

to return to the mainland of China. The Embassy of India in

Washington has announced that it is prepared to entertain

any requests for such assistance but has not revealed whether

any Chinese have in fact applied. However, the State De-

partment announced on December 16, 1955, that the In-

dian Embassy had made no representation that any Chinese

was being prevented from leaving.

The Situation Today

Nearly seven years have passed since the U.S. Government

undertook responsibility for the education of this substantial

group of Chinese refugees. How shall we judge the actions

of the U.S. Government toward the Chinese students who
found themselves refugees and stranded on American shores?

A generous nation has given substantial financial support

and educational assistance to thousands of destitute students,

offered them transportation to their homes and provided
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them with the opportunity to earn a living. Many would

argue that humanitarian values alone justified a program of

this scope and that it created a deeper understanding of

democratic values. In this broad sense a humanitarian ap-

proach can be profoundly political.

It is all the more unfortunate, therefore, that the full story

of America’s response to the Chinese student emergency has

been so little known and that, instead, the detention of a few

score specialists and the occasional mishandling of individual

cases were widely publicized in the press of the United States

and in other countries.

Those who know the record very largely agree that the

arrangements for administering the emergency aid program

worked remarkably well. Perhaps this was due in part to the

freedom which Congress and the emergency aid legislation

gave the State Department in administering the program.

More important, it would appear, was the large measure of

decentralization which permitted the maximum degree of

individual adjustment under relatively few but fundamental

standards. In addition the wholehearted participation of

colleges and universities in the program, and the steady as-

sistance of private organizations, produced a high level of

cooperative effort.

In retrospect, certainly, both humanitarian and national

interests were well served by our national policy towards

Chinese students in the United States in the difficult years

from 1948 to 1955.

For many of these refugees, however, there remains the

perplexing problem of finding satisfactory employment; for

others the almost insoluble task of bringing their families

from China. For almost all who remain, a satisfactory adjust-

ment of their immigration status is a paramount preoccupa-

tion. For some it may be possible to shift to permanent resi-

dence status under provisions of the Refugee Relief Act of

1953; others, by marriage to Americans or by private legisla-

tion, may achieve a preferential status as quota immigrants.
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But many, unless Congress enacts further legislation (and

some is now pending), may find themselves in a sort of legal

limbo for years, technically subject to deportation because

their student visas have long since expired, but, as long as

China remains Communist, never to be forced to return.
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Other statements in this series by the Committee on Edu-

cational Interchange Policy:

The Goals of Student Exchange. An analysis of goals of

programs for foreign students. January 1955.

Geographic Distribution in Exchange Programs. A study ot

geographic considerations in the selection and place-

ment of U.S. Government-sponsored exchange studen's.

January 1956.

C.opies are available through the Institute ol International

Education, 1 East 67th Street, New York 21, New York.
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